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Abstract

Deployment-based separations cause significant challenges for romantically involved
individuals, bringing about uncertainty and decreased relational closeness. This study
investigated how military couples perceive the challenges they face, their biggest struggles
during deployment separation, helpful strategies utilized for maintaining their relationship during
deployment separation, and suggestions for improving ways to meet the needs of military
couples. Based on the information gathered, recommendations are offered to help civilian
psychologists gain pertinent information pertaining to military culture and the process of
deployment separation that may increase effectiveness of their therapeutic practice with military
couples. Forty-two participants completed four open-ended questions and responses were
categorized and coded by two raters using grounded theory. Eleven participants completed a
post-hoc questionnaire developed from information derived from grounded theory. Military
couples perceive there are differences in communication, intentionality, and maintenance of
romantic relationships when comparing their own experiences to non-military couples. Military
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couples reported struggling most with communication, mental health struggles, and a lack of
support during separation, and expressed utilizing family and friends and communication with
other military spouses as beneficial. Participants suggested improved outreach and increased
sense of community as helpful ways to improve relationship maintenance. Psychologists are
encouraged to maintain awareness of military culture, stages of deployment, awareness of
military services, and advocacy.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

A vast number of couples in the United States experience the relational ramifications of
military deployment-based separations. Such separations are often accompanied by limited
communication and heightened uncertainty, which bring about numerous challenges (Merolla,
2010b). Specifically, deployment separations disrupt family life leading to personal distress,
heightened anxiety, uncertainty, and loneliness, and also have potential to cause decreased
relational closeness, satisfaction, and feelings of emotional support (Burrell, Adams, Durand, &
Castro, 2006). Burrell et al. (2006) found that roughly 27% of a sample of deployed married
soldiers in Iraq experienced some form of marital problems during their deployments, and that
this number increased for soldiers deployed six months or longer.
Although romantic relationships have been extensively studied, Merolla (2010b) argued
that romantic relationships for military couples are fundamentally different from other romantic
couple types because of distinctive relational and contextual differences pertaining to training,
geographic distance during deployment, relocation, safety concerns, and societal reintegration
post deployment. In turn, the failure to differentiate romantic military relationships from other
romantic relationship types has left this population understudied (Merolla, 2010b).
As of May 31, 2011 the Department of Defense reported 1,431, 403 soldiers have served
in the U.S. armed forces. This number does not include family members, spouses or significant
others who are also affected by a soldier’s service. It is essential that current and up-and-coming
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psychologists begin to receive training on military culture, as the number of people who are
affected and influenced by the military is incredibly prevalent in the U.S. population. While
furthering psychologists’ understanding of military culture would be beneficial for psychological
treatment with military couples, further understanding of how military couples may differ from
non-military couples will provide helpful information pertaining to more specific treatment of
couples who experience geographic separation, and who are placed in unique circumstances.
Relationship Maintenance in Couples
Romantic relationships hold many different facets and can vary in commitment, duration,
and interdependence (Frisby, Byrnes, Mansson, Booth-Butterfield, & Birmingham, 2011) as well
as differ in methods used to practice relational maintenance. For the purpose of this research
project, relational maintenance is conceptualized as using communication and cognitive activity
strategically and routinely in order to solidify a relationship (Merolla, 2010b, p. 8). Openness,
topic avoidance, and everyday talk are just a few factors that have been examined in relationship
maintenance research that appear to be influential in maintaining romantic relationships. Baxter
(1986) states that openness is often recognized as an implicit communicative expectation in all
romantic relationships. Open communication is associated with positive outcomes and can be
used strategically when trying to repair and save relationships (Frisby et al., 2011).
Contrasting with openness is topic avoidance. Dailey and Polamares (2004) define topic
avoidance as the intentional direction of conversation away from certain topics. The use of topic
avoidance can help interpersonal relationships develop and is often found in newly developed
relationships as a way to protect partners, save face, and avoid conflict. Though useful, topic
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avoidance generally decreases over time as a result of longer relationship length, increased
closeness, and intimacy (Frisby et al., 2011).
While open communication and topic avoidance are influential in maintaining
relationships, everyday talk has been just as influential. Everyday talk is comprised of
conventional conversation between two people and can contain a vast array of topics and
meaning (Frisby et al., 2011). Specifically, Duck (1994) found the types of everyday talk used
and the frequency of everyday talk are likely connected to the overall communicative
atmosphere and relational health of romantically involved couples. Openness, topic avoidance,
and everyday talk are all a part of the overall communicative process in all types of romantic
relationships and affect everyday interaction as well as form approaches to marital conflict.
Gottman and Driver (2005) used Wile’s (1993) model to predict a hierarchy of intimate
interactions in everyday communication and how failures of such interactions can lead to marital
conflict. Wile’s model suggests that couples try to have intimate interactions in various ways on
a daily basis. When attempted bids for intimacy fail, different forms of marital conflict occur.
They found that reciprocal self-disclosure is not beneficial in the present, but rather creates an
end state for a long chain that establishes connection. Wile’s (1993) model was supported by
findings that couples do in fact create intimacy in a hierarchical fashion by making small
attempts to connect emotionally during everyday interaction. Along with the importance of
everyday intimate interactions, positive affect and use of humor in daily interactions has been
shown to reduce conflict in marital relationships (Driver & Gottman, 2004).
Coinciding with Seligman and Czikszentmihalyi’s (2000) suggestion that psychology be
re-focused to include studying and enhancing positive qualities, Driver and Gottman (2004)
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found that a couple’s ability to use positive affect (such as humor or affection) during conflict is
crucial in predicting future health of relationships. Positive affect in romantic relationships can
be used in a variety of ways. Driver and Gottman (2004) found that a husbands desire and
attempts to be playful in daily life plays an important role for both conflict and daily interactions.
Specifically, a husband’s initiation of playfulness is linked to his wife’s enthusiasm as well as a
couple’s ability to access humor during conflict.
Bacon (2011) found that positive humor, which is often used to alleviate tension or
promote/communicate closeness, is associated with happier and more satisfied marriages. Bacon
(2011) also found that instrumental humor, which is used to minimize or avoid conflict, negative
feelings, or express frustration, is related to marital quality, good or bad. While humor can be
used in a variety of ways to influence romantic relationships, Driver and Gottman (2004) suggest
that everyday positive affect and enthusiasm can influence conflict resolution.
While it has been found that a husband’s playfulness and enthusiasm during everyday
interactions appears to drive his affection, interestingly, his wife’s enthusiastic responses also
seem to drive her husband’s affection during conflict (Driver & Gottman, 2004). Lastly, these
authors found that one partner’s enthusiasm is not related to his or her own feelings of affection,
but rather the enthusiasm of one evokes affection in the other during conflict.
Such findings suggest that couples build intimacy through everyday routine interactions
of trying to make emotional connections. Clinically, research evidence suggests that therapists
should explore everyday failed bids for emotional connection with couples as a way to approach
marital conflict. Further, marital conflict can be altered by simply helping couples change the
way they make bids for emotional connection and respond to them (Gottman & Driver, 2005).
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Focusing on building positive affect during everyday interactions may be easier and more
successful in enhancing marital relationships than trying to directly change positive affect during
conflict (Driver & Gottman, 2004). Gottman and Driver (2005) suggest that such actions will
assist couples in resolving marital conflict by causing them to become more attentive and
mindful to this part of their everyday relationship.
Relationship Maintenance in Non-Military and Military Couples
While non-military and military couples can be quite different due to their distinctive
relational and contextual differences, both couple types still find topic avoidance, everyday talk,
and stress as pertinent aspects of their relationship. When comparing the use of topic avoidance
in non-military and military couples, Frisby et al. (2011) found no statistical difference. Both
couple types avoided similar topics, such as current state of the relationship and moving forward
in the relationship. Likewise, when comparing everyday talk and levels of stress, Frisby et al.
(2011) found no statistical difference among these relational variables. Both couple types found
everyday talk to be important and reported equal levels of stress. While Frisby et al. (2011)
found no statistically significant differences among topic avoidance, everyday talk and stress
when comparing couple types, there were slight differences reported pertaining to value and
motives for uses of these relational variables.
When looking at use of topic avoidance for non-military couples, Frisby et al. (2011)
found non-military partners significantly avoided discussions pertaining to current state of the
relationship or moving forward in the relationship more than military couples. Also, non-military
partners reported using topic avoidance more as a means for positive interaction (Frisby et al.,
2011). Merolla and Steinberg (2007) found at-home military partners were instructed in pre-
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deployment training to avoid talking about negative issues and circumstances when
communicating with their deployed partner. Similarly, at-home partners often withheld
information from their deployed partners pertaining to stress at home in hopes of creating a
buffer to avoid adding stress to an already stressful situation and environment for the deployed
partner (Frisby et al., 2011). Consequently, Merolla and Steinberg (2007) found that such action
can cause the deployed partner to feel unneeded at home by his or her romantic partner. Finally,
Merolla and Steinberg (2007) argue that differences pertaining to use of topic avoidance between
non-military and military couples could be attributed to differing goals for use of topic
avoidance. While non-military couples may avoid certain topics to enhance positive interaction,
military couples may be more likely to discuss negative or difficult topics to enhance perceptions
of an open relationship and assure the partner that he or she is still needed.
When comparing use of everyday talk among non-military and military couples, Frisby et
al. (2011) found that military couples believe everyday talk to be more important than nonmilitary couples. Specifically, military partners may rely more seriously on everyday talk to
maintain relationships due to the lack of time military couples actually spend together as opposed
to non-military couples (Merolla, 2010b). Merolla (2010b) argued that the difference in
importance of everyday talk could be attributed to the principle of scarcity which infers that if a
resource (i.e. relationship) is perceived as limited, scarce, or absent it becomes more desirable
and appreciated (Frisby et al., 2011). That is, due to geographic distance and separation due to
war, military couples may view their relationships and communication as limited and rare
(Frisby et al., 2011).
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While non-military and military couples reported equal levels of stress, The CRS Report
of Congress (2008) reported that divorce rates have increased among those who are deployed,
suggesting that couple types may manage stress differently, with military couples either
experiencing greater stress than others, or managing their stress less effectively, given the higher
divorce rate (Frisby et al., 2011). Though a higher divorce rate, Frisby et al. (2011) found, “when
military couples perceive openness through everyday talk and do not avoid topics with one
another, stress can be reduced through these communicative exchanges” (p. 10). Such findings
suggest that military couples in particular should eschew topic avoidance and engage in everyday
talk and openness in order to reduce stress levels. Such communication training would lead to
better long-term stability, adjustment, and relationship satisfaction (Frisby et al., 2011).
Along with these communicative aspects of relational maintenance, geographic distance
also has a large impact on the ways in which relationships are maintained. To begin, Dainton and
Aylor (2001) suggest that distant and proximal partners most likely engage in similar relational
maintenance techniques, but do so in different forms and regularities. For example, these authors
found relational maintenance to be predicted by partners’ amount of face-to-face contact. Distant
couples that have some form of face-to-face interaction are significantly different from those
couples that have no face-to-face communication (Dainton & Aylor, 2001).
Though long distance relationships are stressful, Merolla (2010a) notes that distance can
be beneficial for some couples, motivating couples to take advantage of and interact positively
during face-to-face interactions while also encouraging distant couples to appreciate and enjoy
these interactions. However, long distance relationships can often be taxing on these couples,
particularly during short-term visits, taking up time and availability that could be spent with
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friends and family. Likewise, distant couples often spend much of their face-to-face time
planning future visits, interfering with the valuable facets than face-to-face communication
provides (Merolla, 2010a). Lastly, Merolla (2010a) suggests that couples in long-distance
relationships may modify their expectations for various needs that could be fulfilled. More
specifically, the relationship satisfaction and positive emotion experienced for long-distance
couples becomes less about specific moments of togetherness and more about “relational events
such as talking on the phone, writing and receiving letters, making plans, and thinking about the
partner” (Le & Agnew, 2001, p. 436).
Although there are many different variables and strategies influencing methods that can
be used for relationship maintenance among those who experience geographic separation,
military couples, in particular, often find limitations to the strategies they can choose to use.
Influencing choice of strategies are military-imposed restrictions, such as limitations on time and
content of facilitated interactions (Merolla, 2010b). Most bases in Iraq and Afghanistan now
have call centers in which soldiers are allowed 30-minute phone calls. Such a time constraint
makes it difficult for spouses to find an appropriate amount of time to catch up, often leaving
couples frustrated and feeling as though their phone call was a waste of time (Merolla, 2010b).
Also influencing choice of maintenance strategies used is the nature of communication
environments. For example, Internet connections for soldiers on base are often in public areas
where other soldiers gather. This could interfere with military couples’ use of webcams as a
mode of communication, more specifically interfering with the privacy and intimacy of a
conversation (Merolla, 2010b). The U.S. Department of Defense Mental Health Advisory Board
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(2007) found that, “lacking personal privacy is of high or very high concern to about 24 - 39% of
deployed service members” (Merolla, 2010b, p. 8).
Relational Maintenance During Military Deployments
Research pertaining to relational maintenance during military deployments has shifted
from a “problem-focused paradigm” to a “strength paradigm” grounded in concepts such as
coping, resiliency, positive change, and hardiness (Merolla, 2010b). Research focusing on
relational maintenance is consistent with this shift, providing forms of functional adaption to
deployment. Emotional distress is likely to add to the stress pile-up that comes with military
deployment, and engaging in actions of relational maintenance may potentially lessen overall
emotional distress. In order for military couples to appropriately engage in actions of relational
maintenance to lessen overall emotional stress, it is important for couples to be aware of the
emotional cycles that occur within each phase of deployment. Specifically, during predeployment in which the soldier is notified that he/she is getting deployed, typical emotional
reactions within military couples consist of emotional distance, fear, loss, anxiety and stress due
to the delicate task of denial/acceptance and preparation of separation from the soldier (Laser &
Stephens, 2011). During deployment separation, couples will experience everything from
feelings of abandonment and disorganization during early separation to apprehension and
excitement about the reunification and the future during late deployment (Rotter & Bojveja,
1999). Post-deployment in which the soldier returns home often begins with a honeymoon stage
for couples followed by jealousy and anger due to the couples’ struggle to connect emotionally
(Pincus, House, Christenson, & Adler, 2008).
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In hopes of helping military couples maintain their relationship through all of the
different phases of deployment, Merolla (2010b) finds two separate facets of maintenance:
Intrapersonal maintenance and maintenance in mediated partner interaction. Intrapersonal
maintenance occurs on a cognitive level and uses activities outside of interaction with one’s
partner (Merolla, 2010b). While Merolla (2010b) found an expansive amount of intrapersonal
maintenance activities through qualitative data, only a few are mentioned for the specific purpose
of this study.
Intrapersonal maintenance strategies. Positive thinking and fond reminiscing appear to
be useful activities for military couples pertaining to relational maintenance. Specifically,
Merolla (2010b) found couples thinking in positive ways about positive things. Sahlstein (2004)
suggests that partners may be able to promote positive thinking by reminiscing on happy
memories together, using such memories as a way to manage current difficult periods apart.
Along with positive thinking, prayer was reported being a useful mechanism to help
spouses cope with deployment (Busuttil & Busuttil , 2001) and has previously been found to be a
type of relational maintenance (Dindia & Baxter, 1987). Likewise, Merolla (2010b) found some
women in his study identified with prayer as a way of seeking emotional connection to their
spouse.
Merolla (2010b) found journaling was often used with women whose partners were
deployed. Similarly, Drummet, Coleman, and Cable (2003) state that keeping a daily journal
may not only be therapeutic during deployments, but may help one feel more connected to his or
her estranged spouse. Merolla (2010b) stated that journaling can provide a healthy, emotional
outlet for one’s thoughts and feelings while also helping the person establish a log of experiences
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that can later be shared with the absent partner. Other intrapersonal maintenance activities found
by Merolla (2010b) that could be used via journaling are reflections on perceived advantages,
reminding themselves of ways in which they are fortunate to stay connected with their spouses as
well as imagined interaction and future thinking.
Maintenance in mediated partner interaction. Pertaining to maintenance in mediated
partner interaction, Merolla (2010b) found military spouses using debriefing talk as one of the
most routine modes of relational maintenance. In other words, partners often report to one
another about important news or events that happened during their day, which brings about a
sense of normalcy for the couple. Along with routine maintenance, Merolla (2010b) found that
the timing of and commitment to a communication mode played an important role in relational
maintenance because it offered routine interaction.
While routine modes of relational maintenance are extremely beneficial, Merolla (2010b)
found several other modes of mediated partner interaction that were used by couples during his
study to maintain their relationship. Earning the label for most important mediated partner
interaction in previous research is affection and intimacy. Expressions such as “I love you” or
“kissing noises” to sexually intimate interaction (Merolla, 2010b) were reported as being the
most important form of everyday talk in relationships (Dainton, 1998). Along with affection and
intimacy, Merolla (2010b) found some partners who practiced openness, including discussion of
distressing topics. These partners stated openness and honesty was imperative to the survival of
their long-distance relationship. Merolla (2010b) found positivity, faith talk, reassuring safety,
and community support to be influential factors in mediated partner interaction.
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Community support in relationship maintenance. While Merolla (2010b) mentions
community support as an influential factor in mediated partner interaction, Fields, Nichols,
Martendale, Zuber, and Graney (2012) found social support to play a part in maintaining
physiological and psychological health for military spouses during separation, in turn allowing
spouses to give more of themselves to the process of relationship maintenance during
deployment separation. Specifically, these researchers found support from family and friends to
be most influential, while also finding that perceived support from spouses of services members
from the same unit of the service member was the only element of support that served as a buffer
for the soldier’s absence (Fields et al., 2012). Though social support is known to have positive
affects on mediated partner interaction, Laser and Stephens (2011) emphasize the importance of
involvement in positive social supports. Specifically, these authors state that some support
organizations, such as Family Readiness Groups, can have negative impacts on relationships due
to rumor mongering. Therefore, it is important for military couples to be able to differentiate
between social supports that will offer support and those that may undermine the relationship of
the couple (Laser & Stephens, 2011). Overall, positive support within social communities is
found to play a role in partner mediated interaction through meeting the needs of military
couples, and allowing for increased sense of security to take place for military couples during
deployment separation.
Previous research done on relationship maintenance in military couples during
deployment separation offers information pertaining to communication interactions, bids for
connection, and intrapersonal strategies that military couples find helpful in maintaining their
relationship during separation. While military couples are able to implement strategies with one
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another that are helpful, it is important for civilian psychologists to understand the larger picture
related to relationship maintenance in military couples. Specifically, understanding military
culture, being familiar with support services provided by the military and within the civilian
community, connection with family and friends and other military couples, and understanding
the nature of deployments are all aspects of deployment separation that have potential to
influence relationship maintenance among military couples.
Due to the importance of a developing a more holistic approach for treatment by civilian
psychologists to help military couples maintain their relationship during deployment separation,
this study aims to understand how military couples perceive their experience to be different from
non-military couples. This study also examines further needs expressed by civilian partners
during deployment separation that may help military couples maintain their relationship during
separation. Specifically, this study aims to suggest specific strategies for how expressed needs of
military couples can be met through psychological prevention and intervention, as well as ways
that psychologists and the military can provide further support, preparation for deployment
separation, and increased effectiveness of relational maintenance in military couples.
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Chapter 2
Methods

Participants
Participants consisted of 42 females who were in a relationship with a male soldier (38 of
which were married, 3 were engaged, and 1 was dating) and had experienced a deployment
separation sometime during their relationship. The number of deployment separations
experienced by participants ranged from 1 to 20, (M = 2.76). The age of participants ranged from
21 to 44 years of age, (M = 28.36). Ethnicity included European-American (33), Hispanic/Latino
(6), African American (4), Other (2), Asian American (1), and Native American (1). Participants
were gathered using a convenience sample in which emails were sent to military couples for
initial contact. This sample was derived of couples across all military branches and consisted of
24 Army couples, 1 Navy couple, 7 Marine couples, and 9 Air Force couples.
Materials
Materials needed for administration of this study were access to a computer, Internet, and
an email address. Once online, participants were asked to answer four open-ended questions
(found in Appendix A) related to perceived differences between military and non-military
couples, difficulties related to deployment separation for military couples, strategies that
participants found helpful in maintaining their relationship during deployment separation, and
changes they wish to take place to help increase relationship maintenance during deployment
separation. Demographic information was then obtained consisting of age, gender, ethnicity,
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relationship status, number of deployment separations, and military branch each couple was
involved with (see Appendix B).
Participants also completed a short post-hoc survey (see Appendix C) via Survey
Monkey, which asked participants to rate the themes derived from the four previous open-ended
questions using grounded theory. Themes were related to level of difference, difficulty,
helpfulness, and importance of change, depending on the nature of the question. Categories
found within these themes were rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale.
Procedures
Military couples were recruited through a convenience sample via email in which they
were asked to click on a link that took them directly to Survey Monkey where they completed
demographic information and a short questionnaire. Participants were asked to give informed
consent before moving on with the questionnaire.
After completion of questionnaires, grounded theory was used to evaluate participants’
responses. This involved reviewing all answers, developing a codebook with the emerging
themes (see Appendix D), then having both the primary researcher and a second researcher code
responses independently to assure inter-rater reliability, and then a final coding of all responses
according to the categories in the codebook. After completing a reliability check, the post-hoc
survey derived from grounded theory was completed. A link to this survey was sent to previous
participants via email and 11 provided responses (26% response rate).
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Chapter 3
Results and Discussion

Inter-rater reliability was obtained by having two raters do the coding for a set of four
open-ended questions that were answered by all 42 participants. Grounded theory was used to
identify the major themes found among participants’ answers to the questions. Inter-rater
reliability for questions 1, 2, and 4 were good (Kappa = .89, Kappa = .91, Kappa = .86
respectively), and respectable for question 3 (Kappa = .66). As is often true for qualitative
studies, the results and discussion are being combined in order to emphasize implications of
findings on each question.
Question-by-Question Summary
Question 1. Question 1 asked participants to describe their perceived differences in
romantic relationships between military and non-military couples. Some of the most common
themes expressed by participants were perceived differences in communication (38%),
intentionality (21%), and romance (19%). See Table 1 for a summary of the themes emerging
from Question 1.
When considering responses pertaining to communication differences, it became clear
that significant others of military personnel believed their soldier had a more difficult time
communicating emotions, and that their communication with one another largely depended on
the functionality and availability of many different modes of technology, when compared to non-
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Table 1
Perceived Differences in Romantic Relationships between Military and Non-military Couples
Theme
Communication

Intentionality
Romance

Stronger as a result of
deployment
Appreciate one another
more

Experience more
difficulties/tribulations

Experience more
change

Experience more
worry
Have to be more
independent

Example
“We communicate better than we did before
deployment because we were forced to do it
differently and more efficiently while we were
separated.”
“We don’t love each other more than non-military
couples, but we don’t take all of the little things for
granted because we get separated at times.”
“With the separation aspect, it makes it harder to
keep a flame lit and the romantic relationship off
the rocks. Military couples have to put forth 100%
effort to make sure they have good communication
and romance as well.”
“Military relationships have to be stronger because
they endure so much.”
“When he is gone all we have is Skype, email, and
phone…when he is home I think we really
appreciate and are thankful for the time we have. I
think we appreciate the little things more than
civilian couples.”
“Our relationship is tried fifty times more than
non-military couples. One second we can be
wrapped in each other’s arms happy to be together,
and the next minute we can be at each others
throats due to lack of emotion.”
“We have many transition periods: the
“honeymoon phase” after the deployment,
normalcy at times, chaos and heightened emotions
right before deployments, and then feeling distance
from one another during a deployment.”
“I worry every night about my significant other,
and I can’t do anything but wait until he contacts
me.”
“Military couples also have to be more
independent because their significant other is not
there to take care of everything. They must expand
their knowledge and skills in every matter of life.”

Percent

Mean Level of
Difference

38

3.45
(1.63)

21

3.10
(1.45)

19

2.80
(1.55)

14

4.18
(1.25)
3.91
(1.22)

12

14

4.09
(1.38)

12

4.45
(1.21)

7

4.36
(1.29)

5

3.91
(1.30)

Note. Percent is the percentage of respondents who reported similar categories. Level of difference is the
rating of perceived difference between military and non-military couples given by respondents in the post-hoc
questionnaire.
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military couples. But these barriers to communication did not necessarily translate to poorer
communication.
Many participants indicated that they felt like their communication was better than nonmilitary couples due to their sole dependence on communication for maintaining their
relationship during separations. For example, one participant stated, “I know very few married
couples that have spent more than 9 months apart. This forces many military couples to seek help
with healthy and effective communication, both while they are together and apart.”
Pertaining to differences in intentionality, participants expressed an intense desire to
never take time spent with their significant other for granted. For example, one participant stated,
“We value our time together much more, taking nothing for granted because we know quickly
life can change for anyone.”
When looking at differences in romance between military and non-military couples,
participants perceived that military couples endured more struggles with keeping their romantic
relationship alive and healthy. Specifically, participants spoke to difficulty in romance during the
reintegration period after deployment. One respondent stated, “Military couples must find a
healthy balance between a man’s need for affection (not only because he’s a man, but because
he’s missed his spouse so much) and a woman’s potential to be a bit standoffish romantically
upon immediate reintegration.”
While communication, intentionality, and romance were the three greatest perceived
differences reported when comparing military and non-military romantic relationships,
participants also reported believing that their relationship is stronger, that they appreciate one
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another, experience more tribulations, change, worry, and have to be more independent than nonmilitary couples (see Table 1).
Several implications can be drawn from themes emerging in response to Question 1.
First, it is clear that military couples perceive their methods and modes of communication to be
quite different from non-military couples. Such perceived difference suggests that it may be
beneficial for military couples to be inoculated to how their communication may change over the
course of their separation, and how to best utilize different modes of technology to increase the
efficacy of their communication. In order for military couples to increase the effectiveness of
their communication, it would be helpful for military couples to be familiar with the ways they
utilize openness, avoidance, and every day talk in their relationship, aspects of relationship
maintenance deemed incredibly important communicatively by Frisby et al., 2011. Specifically,
psychologists may assist military couples in maintaining their relationship by helping them
decide when it is appropriate and with what mode of technology to utilize openness and
avoidance when communicating. Furthermore, psychologists could spend time with military
couples pre-deployment exploring ways in which they make emotional bids (Gottman & Driver,
2005), and how to respond to such bids appropriately in order to increase positive relational
interactions. While everyday talk may not be plausible for most military couples, the military
could best assist in improving the quality of communication by assuring the availability of
Internet access overseas as well as the privacy of phone call locations to allow for intimate
conversation to take place.
Along with different ways of communicating, civilian partners expressed a great deal of
difference in the amount of change, romantic struggles, level of independence, and worry that
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they feel on a consistent basis when compared to non-military couples. It is important for
psychologists (particularly those in the civilian world) to be aware of and understand such
perceived differences, as it will help psychologists increase the effectiveness of their
interventions and overall rapport when working with military couples. Specifically, several
participants made reference to the stages of deployment, commenting on the range of emotions
and different ways of communicating that are experienced with each stage of deployment.
Heightening civilian psychologists understanding of the complicated emotional reactions that
occur throughout the different stages of deployment may be helpful in better preparing and
equipping military couples for difficult transitions that are likely to occur relationally through
each stage of deployment. While there is literature available about the different stages of
deployment (Laser & Stephens, 2011), one way the military can contribute to heightened
understanding of relational and emotional transitions during deployment within a professional
civilian population is by encouraging military spouses to become more involved in the civilian
community (holding seminars, giving presentations, advocating, etc.). Such involvement would
allow military spouses to share their own personal experiences, in turn adding a more personable
and emotional level of connection and understanding for psychologists who are working to help
support military couples.
Finally, several participants indicated struggles with maintaining the romantic element of
their relationship due to time apart, scheduling conflicts, and reintegrating as a couple upon
return from deployment. As Merolla (2010b) and Dainton (1998) found affection and intimacy to
be the most important form of mediated partner interaction, increasing couples’ awareness of the
importance of romantic involvement as well as helping couples develop a language for talking
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about sexual intimacy would be beneficial. Specifically, helping couples find different ways to
express affection through usage of words such as “I love you”, as well as helping them develop a
vocabulary they are comfortable with using for discussing sexual intimacy may help couples
maintain a romantic connection through communication when separated. Holding a workshop
before deployment pertaining to sexual intimacy may be helpful. Specifically, the workshop
could introduce the struggles that separation brings upon romantic relationships, and then followup with distributing a resource to promote communication about sex. After the workshop,
couples could be encouraged to use such language to talk about their sexual relationship before
separation as way to become familiar and comfortable with using language to maintain romantic
involvement. During deployment separation a follow-up webinar could be held and archived for
couples to refer to that would touch on transitional difficulties related to their stage of
deployment, and could then be followed by a workshop post-deployment to help couples readjust to physical intimacy and normalize any hesitations or barriers romantically that may arise.
Based on the perceived differences indicated by military couples when comparing
themselves to non-military couples, further research including non-military couples as a control
group would be beneficial in naming actual differences that exist between these two populations.
Identifying such differences could allow for more specific relationship interventions for military
couples to be developed. Future research may also look at relationship maintenance through
different modes of communication (i.e., Skype, telephone, email). Understanding the level of
relationship maintenance that can be obtained through differing modes of communication may
assist couples and psychologists in developing a plan for separation. Additionally, too much
communication could be stressful for both the soldier and his or her significant other, in which
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case future research looking at the frequency of communication for maximum relationship
maintenance may be beneficial. Lastly, longitudinal research using the Session Rating Scale
(SRS) and Outcome Rating Scale (ORS) after civilian psychologists have received trainings
pertaining to military related topics may be beneficial in evaluating whether trainings provided
by the Department of Defense and other organizations are improving overall rapport and
satisfaction of psychotherapy sessions received by military couples.
Psychologists need to make an effort to understand military culture and the ways it
contributes how military couples perceive themselves as different from non-military couples.
Specifically, understanding the infrastructure of different branches (how each branch operates,
values, order of rank, resources, etc.) of the military will help psychologists understand how
couples interact with others within their military community. Likewise, understanding the
infrastructure of military branches will also provide information to psychologists pertaining to
resources that are readily available for military couples on base. Psychologists can find
information pertaining to the infrastructure of each military branch at military.com. Lastly, it is
important for psychologists to know the stages of deployment, the different emotional reactions
and changes associated with each stage, and to have culturally sensitive interventions readily
available. Such information can be found in Laser and Stephens (2011) article as well as in the
book After the War Zone: A Practical Guide for Returning Troops and Their Families by
Friedman and Slone (2009). Also, including military culture in a Cultural Diversity class in
psychology doctoral programs is necessary as military culture has its own language, values, way
of functioning, and difficulties that are often not recognized as being different from the
mainstream culture. Finally, as the severity of tribulations and recognition of the importance of

Relationship Maintenance in Military Couples	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  23	
  
understanding military culture has increased, it is important for psychologists to participate in
continuing education credits that pertain to military related issues. Such continuing education
credits can be found on the Department of Defense website.
Question 2. Question 2 asked participants to express some of the most difficult aspects of
deployment separation on their relationship with their significant other. Some of the most
common themes expressed by participants were difficulties pertaining to communication (52%),
mental health struggles (24%), and lack of support (17%). See Table 2 for a listing of the major
themes.
When further considering responses pertaining to difficulties with communication,
significant others of military personnel found the following to be most difficult: lack of
communication, inconsistency in the soldier’s availability to communicate, how often to
communicate with one another, poor technology (i.e., none or poor internet connection,
expensive phone calls, etc.), and unclear communication due to communicating via technology.
For example, one participant stated, “There is practically no communication due to
uncontrollable and unexpected circumstances. It has left me feeling more estranged than ever
before,” while another participant stated, “I would say there was too much time to communicate.
We had nothing to talk about … His new MOS (Military Occupation Specialty) allowed him to
be online his whole shift and it stressed both of us out.” Additionally, figuring out a healthy
balance of information to share with one another was a struggle expressed by several
participants. One woman stated, “I found myself putting up a wall and not expressing emotions
and talking with him at all. I found it best that he downplayed the risk of his locations until he
was home safe,” while another participant indicated struggles with communication due to poor
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Table 2
Difficulties in Maintaining Romantic Relationships During Deployment Separation for Military
Couples
Theme
Communication

Mental Health Struggles
Insufficient Support
Managing Life
Independently

Poor Connectedness
with Significant Other
Parenting
Emotional Difficulties

Reintegration
Loneliness
Unsupportive
Community

Example

Percent

Mean Level of
Difficulty

“Communication was extremely hard. I wasn’t
sure which news he wanted to hear, or if talking
about daily life would make things worse for
him.”
“As a Christian who loves the Lord, I was
surprised at how I experienced degrees of
depression, lack of motivation, and sadness.”
“Dealing with separation due to a deployment,
some of the most difficult things to handle were
not having the appropriate support needed.”
“I attended school and worked during a couple of
deployments. Managing final exams, work, and
family was a huge challenge, and I have to admit
that I realized how much of a part my spouse
plays in our household, when he’s home.”
“Dealing with the fear of not having the same
connection you had with your spouse prior to the
deployment.”
“Being a single parent, knowing my husband is
saddened by the kids’ dependence on me over
him.”
“During deployment separations there have
definitely been negative emotional reactions. I
was angry and jealous that he was out and I was
stuck at home.”
“Redefining roles after deployment”

52

3.00
(1.41)

24

2.36
(1.91)

17

2.55
(1.51)

14

3.18
(1.54)

14

2.91
(1.51)

12

2.09
(2.02)

12

3.36
(1.29)

10

“I found myself feeling isolated although I had
significant social supports.”
“Living on a military base, everyone knows
everyone else. It is like being in high school all
over again. People start and spread false rumors
and that eventually get around to everyone and
causes real problems.”

10

2.55
(1.51)
3.45
(1.44)
3.09
(1.70)

5

Note. Percent is the percentage of respondents who reported similar categories. Level of
difficulty is the rating of perceived difficulty experienced by military couples during deployment
separation in the post-hoc questionnaire.

Relationship Maintenance in Military Couples	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  25	
  
technology stating, “The most difficult aspect for us was arguments we had on chat on Skype.
We always tried to get offline not being mad at each other, but this didn’t work every time due to
bad Internet connections.”
Pertaining to mental health struggles, participants expressed struggling most with
excessive worry, anxiety, fear, and depression. Specifically, participants indicated worrying most
about their soldier’s safety, if he or she was alive (due to long periods of time without
communicating), and they expressed an inability to control their thoughts. For example, one
participant stated, “I was in constant fear of the dangerous environment he was in. I didn’t feel
that I could control my thoughts, and my mind wandered to ‘worst case scenarios’… death.”
Along with fear and anxiety pertaining to their loved one’s safety, participants also reported
worrying about the state of their relationship upon reuniting. Pertaining to depression,
participants indicated feeling a lack of motivation and increased loneliness due to isolation and
inadequate support.
When looking at difficulties pertaining to a lack of support, one participant reported
feeling as though she could not find a good support group, while others reported struggles with
finding help caring for their children and assistance with meeting demands of daily living.
Specifically, one participant stated, “The lack of support and having to do everything on your
own is hard. Having kids and trying to do it all is hard.”
While communication, mental health struggles, and lack of support were the three most
reported difficulties pertaining to deployment separation for military couples, participants also
indicated experiencing difficulty with managing life independently, poor connectedness with
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their significant other, parenting, emotional difficulties, struggles with reintegration, loneliness,
and being surrounded by a negative military community (see Table 2).
Several implications can be made from themes emerging in response to Question 2. First,
it is clear that difficulties with communication are a major contributor to military couples
experiencing distress in their relationship while separated. Not only do military couples feel there
is an inconsistency and lack of communication that takes place during separation, but they also
struggle with knowing what to communicate about. Merolla and Steinberg (2007) found similar
reported struggles in their previous research as it was noted that military spouses were often
encouraged not to discuss struggles present at home in hopes of reducing stress for soldiers
overseas. Though talking about stressful life events while separated can cause difficult emotions
and feelings of helplessness to arise, Merolla and Steinberg (2007) found such avoidance can
cause the deployed partner to feel unneeded at home. Finally, Merolla and Steinberg (2007) also
found that military couples are more likely to discuss negative or difficult topics to enhance
perceptions of openness and increase a sense of being needed for each partner. Such findings
suggest that in order for military couples to maintain their relationship, a healthy balance of topic
avoidance and openness is needed to assure both partners of the importance of their roles within
their relationship. In order to find a healthy balance of topic avoidance and openness, it would be
important for military couples to have a discussion pre-deployment about how much information
they would like to share with another. For example, soldiers should indicate how much they want
to know about daily activities and struggles back home, while the person who will remain home
during the deployment separation should indicate how much he or she would like to know about
their soldiers location, MOS, or the level of dangerousness present, keeping in mind the
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importance of open and honest communication. Along with discussing what to share with one
another during the separation period, it would also be beneficial for couples to set boundaries
pertaining to what kind of information should be shared through different modes of technology.
For example, couples may decide to save more serious or emotionally charged conversations for
when telephone or Skype access is available as opposed to email. Such preparation for efficient
communication could be done through a military preparation class, a manual that guides such a
conversation, or in pre-deployment psychotherapy. Finally, Merolla (2010b) suggests military
couples should participate in routine debriefing talk, or rather; discuss the events of one
another’s days, as this will provide a sense of normalcy for couples.
While difficulty with communication was the most frequently reported struggle for
military couples during deployment separation, symptoms of mental health struggles, such as
anxiety and depression, along with other emotional difficulties (anger and jealousy), and
loneliness were also indicated. Such reported range of emotions coincides with Laser and
Stephens (2011) research pertaining to different stages of deployment. Specifically, civilian
partners reported living in “constant anxiety and fear” pertaining to their significant other being
overseas, while also struggling with mixed emotions of anger, sadness, and jealousy as they were
left at home to deal with life’s demands on their own. Due to the wide range of emotions that
couples can experience while going through a deployment separation, it is important for couples
to have an open and honest conversation about their emotions pre-deployment. Though couples
may be tempted to make the few months before their deployment separation as enjoyable and
loving as possible, it is important for couples to also make it a priority to share with one another
the emotions they are experiencing surrounding their upcoming separation. Such conversations
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will allow couples to have difficult conversations while communication is still optimal, and will
help prepare couples for the wide array of emotional reactions that will likely occur during their
separation. Specifically, by sharing negative emotional reactions with one another before
deployment separation occurs, couples are given the opportunity to understand the source of
where their negative emotional reactions are coming from (i.e., underlying fear, trust, etc.), in
turn, increasing the ability to meet one another’s needs. If couples can learn how to meet one
another’s needs emotionally while separated, it will allow couples to feel more supported and
perhaps less lonely. The same model of communication should be used again upon return of the
soldier to ensure a smooth reintegration process.
Along with having conversations pertaining difficult emotional reactions pre-deployment,
it is clear based on the percentage of participants who indicated struggles with symptoms of
anxiety and depression, that participation in psychotherapy would be beneficial. Specifically,
cognitive behavioral psychotherapy would provide civilian partners with coping strategies
needed to appropriately manage their symptoms of anxiety and depression. Participation in
psychotherapy would also provide civilian partners with a neutral source they can depend on to
process emotionally charged information, an important resource to have, particularly if
participants are surrounded by other civilian partners with the same worries and struggles.
Finally, civilian partners indicated struggling with a lack of appropriate support during
deployment separation. Specifically, participants reported struggling with finding a good support
group to become involved with, feeling unsupported when surrounded by a negative community,
and finding themselves frustrated with the lack of support provided for parenting and meeting the
demands of daily living. Such reported struggles emphasize the importance of continued
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development of support groups and the importance of accessibility to positive environments.
Fields et al. (2012) warns against involvement in negative social supports, such as rumor mills
within some Family Readiness Group (FRG) groups, while Fields et al. (2012) and Merolla
(2010b) emphasize the importance of positive social supports for increasing physiologically and
psychological health as well as becoming a means for positive mediated partner interaction.
While support groups are often developed and led by FRGs or military spouses themselves,
support groups can be difficult to come across for civilian partners who do not live on an active
duty post. Limited access to support groups for this population only increases the importance of
psychologists increased involvement for supporting military couples within the civilian
community. Particularly, psychologists have the necessary skills and tools needed to successfully
run support groups for civilian partners. Increasing the number of support groups provided by
psychologists will allow for increased interactions to take place between military personnel and
their families and psychologists, a gap that has been difficult to fill over the years. Not only will
increasing support groups provided by psychologists increase interactions between these two
populations, but it will also provide an opportunity for military couples to feel supported, and
will also provide them with greater opportunities to learn and practice coping skills that will
increase their overall ability to appropriately manage their separation.
Along with increasing the number and accessibility to support groups for civilian
partners, it is important for civilian partners to be able to find and have access to positive and
supportive environments. The military might contribute to the development of positive
environments on base by putting Family Readiness Leaders through a more rigorous screening
and training process. In particular, military psychologists could contribute to more rigorous
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screenings of FRGs by giving personality assessments and assessing for different aspects of
leadership. Within the civilian community, churches and other organizations could continue to
make an increased effort to support military personnel and their families by providing free or
reduced childcare, and services related to maintenance around the house, such as lawn care and
repair maintenance.
Future research pertaining to struggles military couples encounter during deployment
separation may include looking more specifically at what couples find most and least helpful
pertaining to support groups and participation in Family Readiness Groups. Understanding more
specifically what works/does not work within these domains will allow for more specific
methods of support to be developed, and will increase the level of needs being met for military
couples. Future research may also look at different communication interventions, such as those
listed above, and level of relational connectedness and relational maintenance for military
couples throughout deployment separation. Finally, along with measuring relational
connectedness during separation, future research could also look to find the most beneficial
interventions, such as preparation seminars or communication, used for providing smooth
transitions within the reintegration period for both the soldiers and their families.
While many psychologists already have the necessary skills needed to help military
couples improve their communication strategies and appropriately manage their emotional
distress, it is important for psychologists to also use their skill sets to provide advocacy work for
this population. Specifically, psychologists could use their skills in consultation (e.g., Sears &
Rudisil, 2006) to help companies, such as private enterprises, develop/increase the efficiency of
the services they are providing for military personnel. Increasing the effectiveness of the services
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provided to military personnel within the community may allow for an overall reduction in stress
to occur for military couples. Along with participating in advocacy work to increase the
efficiency of services provided to military personnel within the community, psychologists also
need to be aware of the process of reintegration for soldiers and their families, as this has become
one of the most difficult phases of deployment for soldiers and their families. Psychologists need
to understand the process and pattern of emotions and behaviors that will occur for military
personnel and their families beginning with the Honeymoon phase (Laser & Stephens, 2011),
and moving toward reintegration of being a husband, a father, an employee, and so forth, and the
mixed emotions that will occur within the family system during this time (Friedman & Slone,
2009). Increased understanding of this process will allow psychologists to develop appropriate
interventions needed to help military couples maintain their relationship during the most difficult
phase of the deployment process.
Question 3. Question 3 asked participants to express what they found most helpful for
maintaining their relationship during deployment separation. Some of the most common themes
expressed by participants were staying connected with family and friends (60%), communication
with others (40%), and military spousal support (26%). See Table 3 for a listing of major themes.
When further considering responses pertaining to connectedness with family and friends,
respondents mentioned simply being around family and friends for support, even if they didn’t
fully understand what they were going through, was helpful. Respondents also stated it was
important for them to be around family and friends that were a positive influence. Specifically,
one respondent stated, “When he was away I really kept close to our family, children, and
friends. Our friends are a select few who share our views on life, family, and fun.”
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Table 3
Helpful Strategies for Romantic Relationship Maintenance in Military Couples During
Deployment Separation
Theme
Family and Friends
Communication

Military Spousal
Support
Feeling Understood

Involvement With
Religious Community
Personal
Faith/Spirituality
Military
Community/Activities
Daily Responsibilities
(e.g. work, school, etc.)

Example

Percent

Mean Level of
Helpfulness

“Having friends is essential, so is keeping in
touch with my family back home.”
“Communication! Don’t waste time fighting,
most things average couples fight about aren’t
worth the time of day when he’s gone. We
talk through everything to help him feel more
connected at home.”
“Lots of friends tried to understand, but the
best was being able to talk to the spouse who
understood what you were going through…”
“What helped me most was to talk to those of
my friends who were in the same situation.
Other friends or my family couldn’t really
understand, and you can’t blame them
because how could they?”
“Going to church, having church members
visit often.”
“Praying for my husband daily helped
strengthen my relationship with him.”
“My FRG was fantastic. We always had
monthly events that were not Army related.”
“School, that made me think of other stuff and
distracted me from worrying about him all of
the time.”

60

4.18
(0.87)
4.64
(0.67)

40

26

3.45
(1.44)

17

3.73
(1.27)

14

2.09
(2.12)
3.73
(1.79)
3.00
(0.89)
2.91
(0.87)

12
10
7

Note. Percent is the percentage of respondents who reported similar categories. Level of helpfulness is
the rating of perceived helpfulness experienced by military couples during deployment separation in the
post-hoc questionnaire.

Pertaining to communication with others, respondents indicated finding it helpful to
communicate with their significant other, family and friends, and other military spouses. When
mentioning communication with their significant others, respondents reported finding it helpful
to communicate via written letters even if there was no response.
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Specifically, one participant stated, “I wrote a letter to him daily to help him feel more
connected at home.” Respondents also indicated communication through prayer and technology
was also helpful. Specifically, one participant stated, “Daily emails telling him about the
mundane details of life … it didn’t matter that it might not get responded to for a week or so, it
was just important to stay connected as much as possible. Praying for my husband daily helped
strengthen my relationship with him.”
While communication with their significant other was reported as being helpful,
participants also indicated being connected with other military spouses increased their sense of
support. Specifically, participants stated communication with other military spouses or friends
who have gone through deployment separations provided validation for the difficult emotions
they experienced, as well as provided a heightened feeling of being understood. One participant
stated, “Having friends who are/have also dealt with a deployment is extremely helpful because
they understand the sometimes irrational emotions that you have a hard time explaining,” while
another participant stated, “Family is nice, but the friends you make while at your duty station
who understand and go through what you do is best.”
While keeping in touch with family and friends, communication with others, and military
spousal support were named as the three most frequently reported tools for contributing to
couples maintaining their relationship during deployment separation, respondents also indicating
feeling understood, being involved with their religious community, practicing their personal
faith/spirituality, being involved with their military community and activities, and keeping busy
with managing daily responsibilities were also helpful in helping them maintain their relationship
with their significant other during deployment separation (see Table 3).
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Several implications can be made from themes emerging in response to Question 3. First,
it is not surprising that respondents reported remaining connected with family and friends as one
of their most utilized tools for managing the difficulties a deployment separation can present
with. This aligns with Fields et al. (2012) finding that military spouses found family and friends
as the most influential means of support during deployment separation. Due to the frequent
report of family and friends being utilized during deployment separation, it is clear that it is
important for civilian partners to do their best to remain connected with family and friends
despite external circumstances, such as distance, and a lack of understanding that may occur
from family or friends who have never experienced a deployment separation. Not only did
respondents feel supported by family and friends through assistance with emotional support and
logistical needs (i.e., childcare), but respondents also expressed a need for positivity and
encouragement from their family and friends. It is important for family and friends to understand
the significance of positivity and encouragement as a way for civilian partners to feel supported.
Specifically, family and friends remaining positive about the deployment separation itself, and
the civilian partners ability to maintain the daily demands of life on his or her own would be
important. Additionally, family and friends playing the role of a “positive sounding board” when
the civilian partner goes for long periods of time without hearing from his or her significant
other, or when bombings occur in the soldier’s known area would also be beneficial. Such
encouragement during difficult circumstances provides civilian partners with the opportunity to
be grounded during a time that may potentially present as chaotic or cognitively stringent. One
way in which the military may contribute to the continued use of family and friends as support is
by involving family and friends in the pre-deployment process. Specifically, the military might
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include close family and friends in pre-deployment seminars so that they too have a greater
understanding of the overall process and difficulties of a deployment separation, and how to best
support military couples.
Along with remaining connected to family and friends, respondents also reported
communication with their significant others was helpful. Pertaining to communication with
significant others, everyday talk has been empirically supported as one of the most valuable
methods of communication in romantically involved couples (Frisby et al., 2011). Though
everyday talk with one another may not be plausible for most military couples, the act of
communicating daily may provide an overall healthy communicative atmosphere (Frisby et al.,
2011) for military couples during deployment separation. Specifically, several respondents
mentioned the act of writing daily letters or emails helped them feel connected with their
significant other, despite the level of response. While civilian partners reported having difficulty
with knowing what to communicate about during separation in Question 2, information from
Question 3 suggests there is importance found in the simple act of communicating, an idea
supported by Frisby et al. (2011) in previous research. Specifically, thinking about their
significant other, praying for their significant other, and writing to their significant other
knowing they may not get a response created a sense of connection with their significant other
for some participants. Such information suggests that civilian partners can use intrapersonal
strategies as a way to maintain their sense of connection with their significant other, despite their
level of communication. Such findings align with Merolla’s (2010b) and study in which he found
military spouses usage of intrapersonal strategies such as positive and future thinking, imagined
interaction, prayer, and journaling were helpful in increasing emotional closeness, and provided
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an outlet for processing and appropriately managing distressing thoughts and feelings (Drummet
et al., 2003). Psychologists may assist in relationship maintenance of military couples by
encouraging civilian partners to set up a daily routine that includes some act of communication
with their significant other such as journaling their thoughts and emotions during separation,
keeping a journal for their significant other to read upon their return, or participating in prayer if
appropriate. Additionally, psychologists may recommend civilian partners keep a daily gratitude
journal as gratitude has been shown to influence relationship satisfaction (Gordon, Arnette, &
Smith, 2011).
Finally, respondents indicated experiencing appreciation and enjoyment when
communicating with other military spouses and friends who have been through similar situations
as their experience of feeling understood was heightened. Fields et al. (2012) found military
spouses received a great deal of social support form other spouses of service men within the
same unit, helping serve as a buffer in the absence of his or her significant other. In Question 2,
several spouses reported struggling with irrational thoughts and fears and strong emotional
reactions, all of which can be normalized through shared experiences with those who have been
through a similar situation. One way in which the military or Department of Defense might be
able to further assist civilian partners in feeling more supported is by creating a voluntary list
serve opportunity for civilian partners who would like to be connected with other men and
women who share similar experiences. While there is opportunity to connect with other civilian
partners within smaller units, expansion of contacts could be beneficial, particularly for those
civilian partners who do not live on active duty posts. Additionally, military bases statewide
might provide civilian men and women in the area with the opportunity to add their name to an
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active list for people who are currently going through a deployment separation. Such a list could
be accessible to all civilian partners on and off post, and would provide this population with a
way to connect those in the area who are in a similar situation. Finally, continued development
and involvement of activities for military partners and their families on base, FRGs, and support
groups are excellent ways to continue to connect military spouses and their families.
Future research pertaining to helpful ways couples are maintaining their relationship
through deployment separation might be further assessing specific ways in which civilian
partners find family, friends, and military spouses to be supportive. Specifically, looking to see if
there are any differences between receiving logistical support (i.e., childcare, help around the
house, etc.), being listened to, and feeling understood and their influence on relationship
maintenance in military couples. Additionally, looking further at when civilian partners turn to
each population for support may be helpful. Future research may also look more in depth at the
usage of intrapersonal coping strategies and acts of communication and level of connectedness
amongst military couples during deployment separation.
In order for psychologists to further assist military couples in maintaining their
relationship during deployment separation, they need to be aware of what is already working and
expand upon these opportunities. Encouraging civilian partners to make efforts to remain
connected with as many family members and friends as possible will be useful, as well as being
familiar with intrapersonal strategies to help boost civilian partners’ sense of control over the
level of connectedness in their relationship. Involving more family and friends in psychotherapy
may be beneficial as psychologists can provide family and friends with further recommendations
as to how to best support civilian partners emotionally. Additionally, psychologists need to be
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familiar with the resources that are already readily available within the military. Being familiar
with the ways in which the military is already supporting civilians and families involved with
military deployments allows psychologists to guide others to these resources, as well as give
them the opportunity to provide their clients with a different service that they aren’t already
receiving. Information about military resources can be found at militaryoneresource.com.
Question 4. Question 4 asked participants to make suggestions for what they would make
available, add, change, or do differently with the services provided to feel more supported during
deployment separation. Ideas for improvement were dispersed, but the two most common themes
expressed by participants were improved outreach (24%) and an increased sense of community
(19%). Major themes emerging from Question 4 are listed in Table 4.
When further considering responses pertaining to improved outreach, one respondent
suggested a need to change outreach services that are already provided and stated,
I really feel that the family services need to change. There are great resources out there
and wonderful support, but not everyone is aware, and not everyone feels comfortable in
some of the groups. Volunteers put in positions of resource help need assistants to help
them continually check on the morale of the spouses. Without being sought out some
spouses will never get the help they need.
While this respondent advocated for more initiative taken by outreach organizations, another
respondent argued for more initiative needing to be taken my military spouses themselves
stating, “There is pretty much everything out there in way or another. Allowing yourself to reach
out to supporting agencies and ditching your do it all on your own mentality is essential in my
book.” Such responses suggest a more balanced level of outreach is needed by both outreach
organizations and military spouses.
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Table 4
Strategies Suggested by Civilian Partners For Improving Romantic Relationships in Military
Couples During Deployment Separation
Theme
Outreach
Sense of Community
Informative Support
Classes
Improved Military
Events
Increased Childcare
More Specific Support
Groups
Marriage/Couples
Support
Benefits
Committed Leadership

Counseling
Fewer Deployments

Example

Percent

Mean Level of
Helpfulness

“I would reach out to other wives who don’t
live in on base and make support more
available.”
“I would ensure that I knew of EVERY
family in the unit.”
“Having a class that couples could take to
provide them with basic information would be
helpful.”
“Often Rear Detachments or FRG’s only have
meetings to pass along information. They
don’t take time to allow the families to gather
and form friendships.”
“More help with children. Playing all of the
roles for your children is a handful.”
“I would offer more faith-based programs.”

24

3.27
(1.35)

19

3.73
(1.19)
2.64
(1.03)

“More support services for newly married
couples. The adjustment is a huge change, and
many spouses struggle greatly with the
change in lifestyle.”
“More vocational and educational support for
spouses pursuing graduate education.”
“I think the FRO (Family Readiness Officer)
is a valuable resource. The best FRO I had
was the wife of a captain in charge of the unit.
I think units should do their best to not just
hire “some guy” to be the FRO, but someone
who has an emotional attachment to the unit.”
“Would love to more highly involve chaplains
in the process of helping couples maintain
their relationship.”
“Limit the number of deployments per year.”

12

14
14

3.09
(1.45)

14

3.10
(1.60)
2.73
(1.62)
3.18
(1.47)

14

10
7

2.91
(1.30)
3.55
(1.29)

7

2.82
(1.25)

2

4.27
(0.90)

Note. Percent is the percentage of respondents who reported similar categories. Level of importance is
the rating of perceived importance of the changes suggested for ways to improve romantic relationships
during deployment separation for military couples.
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While respondents suggest increased initiative be taken by both outreach organizations
and military spouses, other respondents indicated the need for more outreach services available
to those who do not live on base. Specifically, one participant stated, “One of the hardest things
for me was I lived several hours away from where my husband’s unit was based out of so I was
never able to participate in the family support group functions. I wish they could have worked on
hooking me up with a local support group or family rather than just email/calling
communications.” Such a statement speaks to the increased need to expand upon and improve
outreach services available to those involved with National Guard and Reserve units.
Along with increased initiative and outreach for those living off base, respondents also
suggested smaller and more personal levels of outreach would be helpful. Specifically, one
participant stated, “For those without a good family/friend or church support system, squadron
level involvement is key. I would make sure that there is a designated squadron member that can
call and check up on each spouse at least once per week. This could also be a willing spouse.”
Another respondent stated, “The first time my husband was deployed we had just gotten married.
I didn’t know anything about our Family Readiness Officer (FRO) and received basic emails
only. I think I would reach out on a more personal level and try to welcome newlyweds more.”
Pertaining to an increased sense of community, respondents stressed the importance of
remaining connected with family and friends, as well as making an effort to designate one person
to share in struggles and daily activities with. Specifically, one respondent stated, “It’s always
good to have support groups or just someone to talk to. Maybe also plan activities together, just
something that keeps you busy and something to look forward to.”
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Along with creating a sense of community in one’s personal life, respondents also
reiterated the importance of the military continuing to hold events and develop organizations that
create a sense of community on base. Respondents expressed an interest in an increase in the
number of get-togethers, potlucks, and social events held as they have found such events to be a
helpful way to connect with others. Additionally, respondents expressed a need for a sense of
community within a smaller and more specific group of people. Specifically, one respondent
stated, “In order to get to know others on a deeper level, I would suggest more specific support
groups that are tailored to different types of people, (i.e., families, children, newly married
couples, etc.) Creating smaller and more intimate units of community appeared to be most
important to respondents.
While changing/increasing outreach and creating a greater sense of community were
named most frequently as areas of growth that could contribute to relationship maintenance in
military couples, respondents also expressed a need for more informative support classes,
improved military events, increased levels of childcare, more specific support groups,
marriage/couples support, increased knowledge about benefits and accessibility to benefits,
committed leadership, counseling, and fewer deployments as other ways to help couples
maintain their relationship during deployment separation (see Table 4).
Several implications can be made from themes emerging in response to Question 4. To
begin, improved initiative of outreach is needed by both civilian partners and outreach
organizations. Outreach opportunities are readily available and present on military bases, but are
more difficult to access or even be aware of for civilian partners who do not live on base. While
there are global outreach services, such as Internet websites like military.com/spouse, many
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Reserve or National Guard civilian partners may never be aware of such services due to being
distanced from post and not having the opportunity to be actively involved in support services.
As civilian partners may already experience a high level of stress, increasing awareness and
accessibility of support services may increase motivation of civilian partners to seek out services.
Additionally, with continuous advancements made in technology, civilian partners who live off
base could be allowed virtual access to FRG meetings, informative support classes, and other
support groups through Skype or GoToMeeting. Such access could help bridge the gap between
those who live on an active duty post and those who do not, allowing a sense of community to be
formed by connecting civilian partners no matter their demographic location.
Increasing awareness and accessibility of support services could be done in a variety of
different ways. First, several respondents suggested the need for smaller and more personal
levels of outreach. It may be beneficial to develop a standardized level of outreach, whether a
soldier is deployed with battalion or a platoon. For example, while FRGs attract large numbers of
military spouses, within each FRG there could be smaller units of outreach available that
participate in phone chains, extra activities, and so forth. Increasing the number of FRG leaders,
outreach volunteers, and civilian partners who would like to participate in leadership roles would
allow for smaller levels of outreach to be more plausible. Also, respondents expressed the
importance of remaining connected, having a listening ear, someone to be active with, and
surrounding themselves with positive influences. Such emphases suggest that those in leadership
roles do not necessarily need to be associated with high-ranking individuals or be immersed in
military culture, but rather be good companions who can develop a sense of camaraderie and
hold positive personality characteristics. Having committed leadership within smaller levels of
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outreach will provide the opportunity for a great sense of community to be developed for civilian
partners.
Along with forming a standardized level of outreach within FRGs, it would also be
helpful to have several leaders within each military unit. Instead of depending on larger outreach
organizations for support services within one’s area, leaders within each unit could be assigned
who would be in charge of keeping in touch with civilian partners within the same unit.
Increasing communication amongst civilian partners within the same unit would allow for an
even greater sense of community to be developed by increasing the level of understanding and
emotional connectedness to take place. Taking this approach would allow for civilian partners to
take outreach into their own hands and mold it into what they need to increase levels of support.
Finally, while outreach includes services provided during deployment separation, it also
includes pre and post deployment support and developing a sense of community. Categories that
were suggested by respondents for improved outreach and sense of community were more
specific support groups that are tailored toward families, children, couples, etc., increased
number and accessibility to informative support classes that focus on both logistical and
emotional elements to a deployment, support classes provided specifically for couples, improved
military events and increased childcare. While the military may already have some of these
outreach services, it is important for civilians outside of military personnel to understand what
civilian partners are asking for to feel supported. Such suggestions made by respondents are also
actions that can be taken within the civilian community. The number and more specific types of
support groups and childcare can be increased through churches and other religious
organizations, while support groups, informative support classes, and support classes for couples
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can be developed and held by psychologists. Creating a sense of community outside of military
bases by involving and utilizing civilian organizations and professionals will increase the level of
support for those civilian partners who are not able to access the same level of support as those
who live on base.
Future research pertaining to improvement of services offered to civilian partners might
include assessing for level of motivation and usage of outreach services by both active duty and
reserve civilian partners. Along with assessing level of motivation for using outreach services, it
may also be beneficial to look at motivating factors behind utilization of services. Understanding
why people are/are not utilizing services could provide helpful insight into making services more
user-friendly, accessible, or desirable. Future research may also look at which services that are
available are found to be most and least useful and why. Along with furthering the understanding
of utilization of outreach services, future research could assess more thoroughly what
characteristics and attributes civilian partners desire in leadership. Since respondents expressed
an importance in sense of community, it would also be important to further explore how civilian
partners define community, and how increased numbers and improvement in leadership can
develop a greater sense of community. Finally, it would be important for future research to look
at differences in how active duty and reserve civilian partners define community. If there were a
difference in the way in which community is defined between these populations, then the need
for different types of services provided within these communities would be necessary.
In order for psychologists to assist in continuing to improve and develop military
services, it is necessary for psychologists to be aware of the services that are already available to
civilian partners. Such information can be found at militaryone.org, military.com/spouse, and
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bluestarfam.org. Understanding the accessibility of resources provided on these websites as well
as being familiar with local military bases and services will increase the effectiveness of referral
success for psychologists. Finally, psychologists need to be aware of the gaps within services
that are already provided. Psychologists are able to provide a level of understanding and
emotional support, as well as provide a level of advocacy that would allow for other
professionals to fill service gaps within the community that could provide greater support for
civilian partners and their families.
Limitations
There are several limitations to this study to consider when interpreting findings. First,
this study was comprised of a convenience sample and only consisted of 42 participants. Due to
the nature and number of participants, this study cannot be generalized to all military couples.
Additionally, participants consisted solely of civilian partners of military couples, so any
differences suggested when comparing military couples to non-military couples are only
perceived differences. Along with lacking a comparison group, only 11 participants responded to
the post-hoc questionnaire causing a misrepresentation of the order of importance of rankings for
themes that were found throughout the qualitative part of this study. Lastly, this study
approached the military eclectically, failing to parse out different services provided for military
couples within each branch. Recommendations made for ways the military can continue to
support military couples were generalized to all branches, and were not specific.
Conclusion
This qualitative study aimed to provide civilian partners of military personnel with the
opportunity to further express their needs during deployment separation to help military couples
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maintain their relationship. This study also aimed to inform psychologists, particularly in the
civilian world, of ways that military couples differ from non-military couples, and which aspects
of the military civilian psychologists need to become familiar with in order to provide more
helpful services to military couples.
Overall, participants perceived themselves as having more intentional communication
than non-military couples, but struggled more with the act of communication due to having to
use different modes of communication to keep connected during deployment separation. Military
couples perceived themselves as struggling more than non-military couples with keeping their
romantic relationship alive. While military couples perceived themselves to be more intentional
in their communication, they reported struggling most with communication during deployment
separation, as well as increased struggles with mental health and insufficient support.
Participants reported remaining connected with family and friends, communicating openly with
others about their struggles, and remaining connected with other military spouses as ways to
manage their struggles during deployment separation. Participants indicated having improved
outreach services and an improved sense of community as the most helpful ways to increase
relationship maintenance during deployment separation.
From the information gathered, it is important for psychologists to understand military
culture as a whole, particularly the infrastructure of different branches as well as the stages of
deployment, and the availability of services that are already provided for military personnel and
their families. Psychologists also need to monitor the services they provide and consider
participating in more advocacy work to fill gaps in services provided. Finally, psychologists
should be familiar with the emotional cycle of deployments and intrapersonal strategies to
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increase relational connectedness among military couples, as well as encourage more
involvement of families in psychotherapy.
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Appendix A
Military Couples Survey
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1. Being a military couple, how do you see your romantic relationship differing from other
couples who are not associated with the military? (i.e. different struggles, different
strengths, different ways of communicating, etc.)

2. Thinking back to a deployment separation, what were some of the most difficult aspects
of this separation for your relationship? (i.e. communication, dealing with negative
emotional reactions such as fear or anxiety, lack of appropriate support, etc.)

3. Thinking back to a deployment separation, what did you find most helpful for
maintaining your relationship? (i.e. support groups, military services for families,
communication, friends, family, counseling, etc.)

4. If you were of high authority and in charge of helping military spouses, what would you
make available, add, change, or do differently to provide better support for this
population? (i.e. more support services for National Guard/Reserve components, different
methods of support, different trainings or prep classes, etc.)
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Appendix B
Demographic Questionnaire
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For the purpose of this study please circle one of the following for each question.
Gender:

Male

Female

Relationship Status: Married

Engaged

Dating

For the purpose of this study please fill out the following information.
Age: _________________________
Ethnicity: __________________________________________
Branch of the military you are associated with:
__________________________________________
Number of years you have been in the military:
__________________________________________
Number of deployments: _______________________________________
Email address for clarifying questions:
_____________________________________________________
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Appendix C
Post-hoc Questionnaire: Follow-up to Military Deployment Separation Survey
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1. Sometimes military couples' relationships can be different from non-military couples'
relationships. Please rate below the level of difference you believe is present when
comparing military couples to non-military couples:
Not Different
at All

Slightly
Different

Somewhat
Different

Very
Different

2

Same
Amount of
Difference
3

Communication

1

4

5

Strength of
Relationship

1

2

3

4

5

Intentionality

1

2

3

4

5

Dealing with
Change

1

2

3

4

5

Romance

1

2

3

4

5

Struggles

1

2

3

4

5

Appreciation
for Spouse

1

2

3

4

5

Independence

1

2

3

4

5

Worry

1

2

3

4

5

2. Sometimes military couples experience difficulties when they are separated from their
significant other by deployment. Please rate below the level of difficulty to which you
may or may not have experienced the following:
Not
Difficult
1

Slightly
Difficult
2

Somewhat
Difficult
3

Fairly
Difficult
4

Very
Difficult
5

N/A

Poor
Communication
with Significant
Other

1

2

3

4

5

0

Unsupportive

1

2

3

4

5

0

Difficulty
Parenting

0
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Community
Emotional
Difficulties

1

2

3

4

5

0

Managing
Demands of
Life
Independently

1

2

3

4

5

0

Lack of
Adequate
Support

1

2

3

4

5

0

Difficult
Reintegration
of Significant
Other

1

2

3

4

5

0

Loneliness

1

2

3

4

5

0

Struggles with
Mental Health

1

2

3

4

5

0

Poor
Connectedness
with Significant
Other

1

2

3

4

5

0

3. Military couples use many different strategies and services for maintaining their
relationship with their significant other when they are separated. Please rate the level of
helpfulness of the following strategies and services listed below:
Not
Helpful
1

Slightly
Helpful
2

Somewhat
Helpful
3

Very
Helpful
4

Extremely
Helpful
5

N/A

Military Spousal
Support

1

2

3

4

5

0

Personal
Faith/Spirituality

1

2

3

4

5

0

Communication with
Significant Other

0
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Family/Friends

1

2

3

4

5

0

Feeling Understood

1

2

3

4

5

0

Religious Community

1

2

3

4

5

0

Being Intentional
with Significant Other

1

2

3

4

5

0

Military
Community/Activities

1

2

3

4

5

0

Daily Responsibilities
(e.g. work, school,
etc.)

1

2

3

4

5

0

4. There are many services available that provide support for military couples during
deployment separation. Listed below are suggestions and critiques that military couples
made in the previous survey to improve their experiences while separated. Rate below
the level of helpfulness you would find in the categories below:
Not Helpful
Clearer
Communication
About Benefits

1

Slightly
Helpful
2

Somewhat
Helpful
3

Very
Helpful
4

Extremely
Helpful
5

More Benefits
(e.g. increased
employment
opportunities,
financial support,
etc.)

1

2

3

4

5

Committed
Leadership

1

2

3

4

5

Outreach in
General

1

2

3

4

5

Smaller Levels of
Outreach

1

2

3

4

5

More Specific

1

2

3

4

5
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Support Groups
(e.g. for children,
families,
newlyweds, etc.)
Informative
Support Classes
(e.g. more prep
classes, financial
guidance, etc.)

1

2

3

4

5

Marriage/Couples
Support

1

2

3

4

5

Improved
Military Events
(e.g. more social
activities, gettogethers, etc.)

1

2

3

4

5

Increased
Childcare

1

2

3

4

5

Sense of
Community

1

2

3

4

5

Counseling

1

2

3

4

5

Fewer
Deployments

1

2

3

4

5
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Appendix D
Code Book
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Question 1: Being a military couple, how do you see your romantic relationship differing from
other couples who are not associated with the military? (i.e. different struggles, different
strengths, different ways of communicating, etc).
THEMES:
Communication: communication, Skype, email, texting, Internet, phone
Stronger as a result: stronger, strong-willed
Change: feelings, different person, change, transitions
Intentionality: don’t take for granted, valuing time, matters, count, attention, commitment
Romance: sex, physical need, affection, romance, spark
More Tribulations: higher stress, handle more, tried relationships, look for lists of struggles (i.e.
financial strain, relocation, distance from loved ones).
Appreciation: appreciate, thankful
Independence: self sufficient, independent, skill growth
Togetherness: time together, reunite, lack of
Worry: fear, worry
Question 2: Thinking back to a deployment separation, what were some of the most difficult
aspects of this separation for your relationship? (i.e. communication, dealing with negative
emotional reactions such as fear or anxiety, lack of appropriate support, etc.).
THEMES:
Parenting: parenting, children, kids
Communication: communication, talking, calling, forms of electronic communication
Negative Community: small community on base, knowing one another’s personal information,
rumors
Emotional Difficulties: anger, jealousy, emotionally difficult, resentful,
Managing Life Independently/Parenting: managing life/finances, household obligations, do on
own
Support: support, lack of, friends, social circle, no help
Reintegration: returning home, redefining roles
Loneliness: being alone, lonely, isolation, sexual intimacy
Mental Health Struggles: worry, fear, anxiety, difficulty sleeping, depression, catastrophizing
Lack of Connection: missing s/o, connection, separation, growing apart
Question 3: Thinking back to a deployment separation, what did you find most helpful for
maintaining your relationship? (i.e. support groups, military services for families,
communication, friends, family, counseling, etc.).
THEMES:
Communication: communication, talking, writing, mail, email, phone, Skype, staying connected
Military Spousal Support: people in same situation, spouse, military
wives, friends on base
Personal Faith: prayer/praying, relying on Christ, faith
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Family/Friends: family, friends
Feeling Understood: understood, people who have been through the same thing/deployment,
listening, encouragement
Church: church, church members, church family, chapel
Intentionality: patience, acts of kindness (sending things to one another)
Military Community/Activities: close to command, FRG1, events, counselors
Activities of Daily Living: school, work, meeting needs of family
Question 4: If you were of high authority and in charge of helping military spouses, what would
you make available, add, change, or do differently to provide better support for this population?
(i.e. more support services for National Guard/Reserve components, different methods of
support, different trainings or prep classes, etc.)
THEMES:
Benefits: communication, benefits, employment, vocation, education, work
Committed Leadership: FRG1, ombudsman2, volunteers, FRO3
Nothing: already feel supported, not much to change, unsure, everything works
Outreach: sought out, reach out, willingness to reach out, intentional connection to support
groups, Internet sites/pages, contacting stateside spouses
Smaller Levels of Outreach: squadron4, unit5
Specific Support Groups: spouses, children, different groups based on family dynamics,
general support groups, faith-based groups
Informative Support Class: prep class, growth, encouragement, financial, language
Marriage/Couples Support: marriage, newlyweds, spouse, couples
Improved Military Events: events, FRO, social events, gathering, FRG, detachments, activities,
trips, increased level of activities/get-togethers
Childcare: children, childcare
Community: community, friendships, social interactions, someone to talk to, connectedness
with family, comfortable living quarters on base, general public awareness
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1	
  Family	
  Readiness	
  Group	
  –	
  Family	
  support	
  services	
  for	
  military	
  spouses	
  
2	
  Ombudsman	
  –	
  leadership	
  personnel	
  in	
  Navy,	
  point	
  of	
  contact	
  for	
  providing	
  families	
  with	
  
services.	
  
3	
  Family	
  Readiness	
  Officer	
  –	
  provides	
  information,	
  resources,	
  referrals	
  to	
  families	
  
4	
  Squadron	
  -‐	
  smaller	
  sect	
  of	
  a	
  platoon,	
  or	
  rather	
  a	
  smaller	
  unit	
  of	
  men	
  that	
  belong	
  to	
  a	
  larger	
  
unit	
  such	
  as	
  a	
  battalion	
  
5	
  Unit	
  –	
  Smaller	
  sect	
  of	
  a	
  battalion,	
  	
  or	
  rather	
  a	
  smaller	
  unit	
  of	
  men	
  that	
  belong	
  to	
  a	
  larger	
  
unit.	
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Counseling: counseling, chaplain involvement, designated person that can be reached any time
of day, mental health
Less Deployments
Word Reference List:
Rear Detachment: person who remains state side to take care of logistics with other troops and
coordination with family care.
PCS: permanent change of station – military personnel and families often move from base to
base and this is called “PCS”
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Appendix E
Curriculum Vitae
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Curriculum Vitae
Jessica N. Modrell
2529 SW Spring Garden #10
Portland, OR 97219
(503) 334-9872
email: jessicamodrell@gmail.com
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

EDUCATION
Doctoral Candidate
George Fox University Newberg, OR
Graduate Department of Clinical Psychology: APA Accredited

8/2010 to present

Masters of Clinical Psychology
George Fox University Newberg, OR
Graduate Department of Clinical Psychology: APA Accredited

05/2012 to present

Bachelor of Arts, Psychology
8/2006 to 5/2010
Nebraska Wesleyan University Lincoln, NE
Overall GPA: 3.93
______________________________________________________________________________
HONORS AND AWARDS
Graduate of Highest Distinction
Nebraska Wesleyan University Lincoln, NE

5/2010

Phi Kappa Phi Honorary
Nebraska Wesleyan University Lincoln, NE
Vice President 2009 - 2010

8/2008

Induction into Psi Chi, the National Honors Society in Psychology
8/2007
Nebraska Wesleyan University Lincoln, NE
______________________________________________________________________________
SUPERVISED CLINICAL EXPERIENCE
Providence Sherwood Medical Group (386.1 hours direct, 288.85 indirect) 5/2012 to present
Description: Work within a multidisciplinary team comprised of medical doctors and personnel
to provide holistic health care treatment for patients suffering from mental illness, chronic pain
and disease, and health issues.
Duties: Provide short term, solution focused and problem-solving therapy for individuals,
couples, and families who struggle with various mental health disorders or relational issues while
also providing consultation services for medical personnel.
Area of Specific Training:
-‐
Therapeutic Interventions
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-‐
Consultation
-‐
Screeners for ADHD, memory difficulties and other psychosocial stressors
-‐
Learning to work within a multidisciplinary team
-‐
Learning to work within a larger system
Supervisor: Marie-Christine Goodworth, PhD
Contact Information: (480) 748 – 7060
Providence Newberg Consultation Team (27 hours direct, 24 indirect)
5/2012 to present
Description: Work within a multidisciplinary team to assist in risk assessment evaluations for
suicidal individuals in the emergency department.
Duties: Administering risk assessments to individuals who at risk to themselves or others while
consultation with medical doctors to implement aftercare treatment regimens.
Areas of Specific Training:
-‐
Administering risk assessments
-‐
Consulting with medical personnel and social workers
-‐
Medical documentation
Supervisor: Mary Peterson, Ph.D.
Contact Informaton: (503) 442 - 3237
Newberg Alternative High School (185 hours direct, 86 indirect)
9/2011 to 5/2012
Description: Multi-systemic and multidisciplinary site for teenagers who struggle in a typical
high school setting due to mental illness, learning disabilities, and family matters.
Duties: Focus on applying behavioral and cognitive therapy interventions in order to enhance
learning environment, lower truancy rates, treat anxiety and other severe mental health issues;
teach elective psychology courses on trauma recovery, substance abuse, and social anxiety.
Areas of Specific Training:
-‐ Therapeutic Interventions
-‐ Crisis Management
-‐ Facilitate group work, classroom discussion
-‐ Learning to work within the school system
-‐ Provide assessments for learning disabilities, ADHD, and other psychosocial
stressors
Supervisor: Elizabeth Hamilton, Ph.D.
Contact Information: (503) 550 – 8852
Providence Depression Group (24 hours direct, 6 hours indirect)
9/2010 to 11/2010
Description: Depression group organized by physicians at Providence Medical Hospital. Focused
on bio/psycho/social aspects of depression, provided patients with daily coping strategies and
health tips to manage Depression.
Duties: Ran discussion groups with patients and facilitated patient participation.
Areas of Specific Training:
-‐ Facilitating Groups
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-‐ Treatment interventions for Depression
Supervisor: Dr. Tamara Rodgers
Contact Information: (503) 537-5900
Pre-Practicum (20 hours direct, 45 hours indirect)
1/2010 to 5/2011
George Fox University Graduate Department of Clinical Psychology Newberg, OR.
Duties: Practice Rogerian Psychotherapy with a male and female college student.
Supervisors: Mary Peterson, PhD, R. Adam Dickey, MA
Contact Information: Dr. Peterson: (503) 554-2763, R. Adam Dickey: (503) 734-8261
______________________________________________________________________________
UNDERGRADUATE SUPERVISED CLINICAL EXPERIENCE
Lincoln Regional Center
8/2009 to 7/2010
Description: Mental health hospital for severe mental illness, provides short-term care and
recovery groups.
Duties: assisted in running art therapy groups, supervised community interaction group, charting.
Area of Specific Training:
-‐ Crisis prevention with patients
-‐ Prevent escalation (MANDT training)
-‐ Teach clients to integrate coping skills into daily living
-‐ Group treatment
Supervisor: Gayle Resh, MA
Contact information: (402) 479-5272
Cedars Youth Services
5/2007 to 10/2008
Description: Organization providing services to low SES families and children in need. Offers
Family Support Services, Community Outreach, Childhood Development Programs, Out of
Home Residential Services, etc.
Duties: Worked with juvenile adolescents on parole. Managed an after school program that
consisted of facilitating various groups (goal-setting, relationship groups, drug abuse groups,
etc.), tutored clients, contacted various state services and therapists on progression of clients.
Area of Specific Training:
-‐ Group Treatment
-‐ Suicide Prevention
-‐ MANDT training
-‐ State of Nebraska Documentation
Supervisor: Crystal Damewood
Contact Information: (402) 770-5518
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Lincoln Crisis Center
8/2008 to 12/2008
Description: Temporary placement for individuals presenting danger to themselves or others,
typically presenting as suicidal and/or severe and persistent mental illness.
Duties: Observation of patient interactions, assisted with intake sessions.
Area of Specific Training:
-‐ Interaction with individuals with severe mental illness
-‐ How to handle crisis situations and escalation
-‐ How to appropriately observe and analyze abnormal behaviors and interactions
Supervisor: Chuck Darrow
______________________________________________________________________________
TOTAL CLINICAL ASSESSMENT, SUPERVISION AND INTERVENTION HOURS
-‐

Assessment Hours:

-‐

Supervision Hours:

253.8

-‐

Clinical Intervention Hours

571.2

59.85

Assessments learned by April, 2013: MMPI-2, PAI, MCMI, 16-PF, BASC, WISC, WAIS,
WIAT, WRAML, WRAT, MACI, BRIEF, CONNERS, R-BANS, DIVA, BROWN, Rey-Tan
Neuropsychology Battery
______________________________________________________________________________
TEACHING EXPERIENCE
Guest Lecturer for Cross Cultural Psychology
George Fox University Newberg, OR
Faculty: Dr. Kelly Chang

1/24/2013

Teaching Assistant for Abnormal Psychology
1/2010 to 5/2010
Nebraska Wesleyan University Lincoln, NE.
Faculty: Jerry Bockoven, Ph.D
Duties: Provided study sessions for undergraduate students in Abnormal Psychology. Was
responsible for forming study guides, running study sessions, and grading various assignments.
______________________________________________________________________________
EXTENDED EDUCATION
“Sleep Issues in Returning Veterans”
Bruce P. Capehart, MD

04/04/2013

“Military Culture and the Challenges of Homecoming”
BG (Ret) Jack Hammond and Roger A. Knight IV

03/28/2013
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“Recognizing Suicide Risk in Returning Veterans”
Lisa Brenner, PhD, ABPP

03/21/2013

“Challenges of Treating Co-Morbid PTSD and TBI”
Rebecca Weintrab Brendel, MD, JD, and Ross D. Zafonte, MO

03/14/2013

“The Person of the Therapist: How Spiritual Practice Weaves with Therapeutic Encounter”
Brooke Kuhnhausen, PhD
03/06/2013
“African American History, Culture and Addictions & Mental Health Treatment”
Danette C. Haynes, LCSW and Marcus Sharpe, PsyD

01/30/2013

“Sexual Identity”
Erica Tan, PsyD

11/14/2012

“Treating Gender Variant Clients: Christian Integration”
Erica Tan, PsyD

10/10/2012

“Assessment and Treatment of Anger, Aggression, and Bullying in Adults and Children”
Ray Digiuseppe, PhD
06/08/2012
“Strengthening Your Internship Applications”
Elizabeth Goy, PhD, David Indest, PsyD

03/21/2012

“Mindfulness and Christian Integration”
Erica Tan, PsyD

03/07/2012

“Cross-Cultural Psychological Assessment”
Tedd Judd, PhD

11/02/2011

“Military Wives Matter: Preliminary Results From an Internet-Based Study on Marriage, Mental
Health, and the Military”
10/18/2011
Colleen Lewy, PhD
“Motivational Interviewing” & “A Work in Progress” What is it and Why to Use it 10/04/2011
Michael Fulop, PsyD
“Assessment of ADHD in Children and Adults: Update 2011”
Steven J. Hughes, PhD, LP, ABPdN
“Neurobiological Effects of Trauma”
Anna Berardi, PhD

06/03/2011

03/16/2011
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“Child Custody Evaluations: Not for Everyone. Review of Recent APA Practice Guidelines”
Wendy Bourg Ransford, PhD
02/23/2011
“Primary Care Behavioral Health: Where Body, Mind (& Spirit) Meet”
Neftali Serrano, PhD

10/6/2010

______________________________________________________________________________
RESEARCH
Graduate Research
Wiarda, N.R., Foster, L., Turgesen, J., Ambroson, H., Modrell, J., & Simons, J. (August, 2013).
Development of Consultation Services for Providers of Suicide Risk and Chronic Pain
Patients. Poste Session to be presented at the 120th annual convention of the American
Psychological Association. Honolulu, HI.
Gerdin, T., Uhder, J., Rodriguez, J., Post, J., Modrell, J. (August, 2013). Life Longings in Older
Adults. Post Session to be presented at the 120th annual convention of the American
Psychological Association. Honolulu, HI.
MacKay, H., Gann, J., Modrell, J., & Lawry, C. (August, 2013). These ThIngs Don’t Work
Themselves: Cochlear Implantation. Poster to be presented at the 120th annual convention
of the American Psychological Association. Honolulu, HI.
Gerdin, T., Uhder, J., Rodriguez, J., Post, J., Modrell, J. (April, 2013). The Religious Nature of
Life Longings In Older Adults. Poster Session presented at the international annual
meeting of the Christian Association for Psychological Studies in Portland, OR.
Mitchell, J. K., Modrell, J., & Orton, J. (2012). The effect of age in regards to posttraumatic
stress symptomology. Poster presented at the 120th annual convention of the American
Psychological Association. Division 19 Military Psychology. Orlando, FL.
Undergraduate Research
1/2009 to 12/2010
Faculty Advisors: Marilyn Petro, PhD and Jerry Bockoven, PhD
Researched child attachment to God and intrinsic/extrinisic religiosity influenced by parenting
styles.
______________________________________________________________________________
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS
American Psychological Association, Student Affiliate

1/2010 to present

Division 19 American Psychological Association, Student Affiliate

8/2012 to present
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______________________________________________________________________________
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Marie-Christine Goodworth, PhD
Supervisor at Providence Sherwood Medical Group
Professor, GFU
(480) 748 – 7060
mgoodworth@georgefox.edu
Elizabeth Hamilton, PhD
Supervisor at Newberg Alternative High School
Part time Professor, GFU
(503) 550 – 8852
ehamilton@georgefox.edu
Mark McMinn, PhD
Advisor
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(503) 710 - 1433
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